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ABSTRACT
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in education is essential to equip all citizens 
with the necessary knowledge in the information age. While most learners in the developed world 
have had the chance to  be exposed to  ICTs and learn basic  computer  skills  through formal  or 
informal learning,  in developing countries disadvantaged learners usually do not have the same 
chances to acquire these skills at school or in their communities.  For this reason it is crucial that 
educators are the first to be trained in using ICTs.  This strategy would not only trigger a multiplier 
effect  in  their  communities,  but  it  is  certainly  the  most  cost-effective  way to  increase  digital 
inclusiveness among the most disadvantaged members.
The South African Department of Education is willing to facilitate the introduction and spread of 
ICT in Education, but still has to launch a massive national campaign to train all teachers in the use 
of computers.  Most ICT courses for teachers organised at a local level are geared mainly towards 
administrative purposes, and not towards integrating ICTs into their curricula.
The aim of this  research was to identify and explore challenges to the training in ICT of large 
numbers  of  teachers  from  very  disadvantaged  contexts.   Four  main  primary  objectives  were 
identified in order to reach this aim:  (1) to study the issues in the disadvantaged South African 
schools and the ICT competencies of their teachers;  (2) to analyse the challenges and limits of 
using blended learning and free open source software within the South African schools context;
(3) to investigate the outcomes of the computer literacy programmes offered by Rhodes University 
to school teachers; and (4) to prove the feasibility of ICT training with large numbers of teachers 
from disadvantaged schools through designing, implementing and managing a computer literacy 
course using blended learning and free open source software, which would lead to an increase in 
teacher confidence in using computers and narrow the ICT skills gap.
The principal ICT issues found in the disadvantaged schools were the lack of confidence of the 
teachers in using computers, mainly due to the lower level of education provided to the non-white 
population during Apartheid, and the overestimation of the level of computer literacy of those few 
teachers who were already computer literate.
The lack of computers and limited access to the Internet, for the non-white South African ethnic 
groups, are real constraints that limit the benefits of blended learning, compared to the situation 
i
experienced by learners who live in more developed countries.  Due to these constraints, blended 
learning systems are forced to adapt to the local settings.  However, the present constraints do not 
severely limit the possibility of implementing blended learning programmes, they only influence the 
type of blending chosen.  In addition, the introduction of FOSS educational software and the use of 
new  Linux  distributions,  such  as  Edubuntu,  are  invaluable  tools  for  integrating  ICTs  into  the 
curricula, although the present poor usability of free open source software is sometimes a major 
barrier that prevents its diffusion and adoption.
Regardless of the good quality of education received at Rhodes University by the teachers who 
attend the few computer literacy courses available, the findings of this research revealed that the 
main limitations are the teaching of ICT mainly for administrative purposes, the exclusive use of 
proprietary software, and the small course capacity.  The computer literacy programmes available at 
Rhodes University make no use of free open source software and cater only for very small numbers 
of educators, usually 25 participants, even though this organisation has the means, knowledge and 
facilities to accommodate large numbers of attendees.
Finally the research has proved that it is feasible to provide computer training for more than 200 
educators at  a time at Rhodes University,  using blended learning systems and free open source 
software. The final assessment on the newly acquired skills of the teachers, proved that on average, 
77.50% of teachers responded correctly to  questions at  the end of the course.   The confidence 
gained by the teachers to independently use a computer and the feedback received from the tutors 
throughout  the  course,  showed the  viability  and sustainability  of  this  kind  of  blended learning 
approaches.
The development of teacher education in all relevant fields needs to be prioritised to subsequently 
improve the quality of education for students in underprivileged schools in South Africa and reverse 
the impact of the Bantu education system. This research has determined that a major limiting factor 
in ICT education for teachers is the lack of large scale courses that are specifically designed for the 
learner level of the majority of teachers from disadvantaged backgrounds, the beginner level.  It is 
therefore  not  only a  matter  of  lack  of  investments  that  prevents  the  taking  off  of  ICTs  in  the 
developing world, but mainly cultural and political decisions that have to be made in order to guide 
the  change  that  would  allow  all  citizens  to  have  the  means  and  the  knowledge  to  access  the 
information and improve their standard of living.
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